630          THE     DON     FLOWS     HOME
Many hundreds of voices took up the ancient cossack
song, and high above all danced a tenor accompaniment of
astonishing power and beauty. Covering the basses as they
died away, the ringing tenor still Buttered somewhere in the
darkness, clutching at the heart. But the soloist was
already beginning the next verse :
" There the cossacks lived and spent their lives as men of
freedom,
All the Don, the Greben, and the Yaitsk cossacks. ..."
Inside Gregor something seemed to snap. A sudden
spasm of tears shook his body; his throat was clutched
with convulsive sorrow. Choking back his tears, he greedily
waited for the solo singer to begin, and soundlessly whispered
after him words he had known ever since childhood ;
" And their ataman was Yermak, son of Timofei,
While their captain was Astashka, son ofLavrentei. . . ."
The moment the solo singer struck up the first words of
the song the cossacks travelling on the wagons ceased
ta.1ki.ng, the drivers stopped urging on their horses, and
that train of thousands of wagons moved along in a profound,
a sensitive silence. Only the clatter of the wheels and the
squelch of horsehoofs kneading the mud was to be heard
as the soloist, carefully enunciating the syllables, sang the
first words of each verse, A single ancient song which had
outlived the ages lived and ruled over the sombre steppe.
In artless, simple words it told of the free cossack ancestors^
who at one time had fearlessly shattered the Tsarist troops,
who had wandered along the Don and the Volga in their
light piratic barges, pillaging the Tsarist ships, " squeezing "
the merchants, the nobles and the governors, humbling
distant Siberia. And the descendants of the free cossacks,
shamefully retreating after being broken in an inglorious
war against the people of Russia, listened to the mighty
song in a gloomy silence.
The regiment passed on. Overtaking the wagons, the
singers rode far beyond the refugees. But for a long time
afterward the wagons rolled on in an enchanted silence, and
no talk came from them, nor shout at the weary horses.